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Introduction

In March 2008, the U.S. Department of Education
(ED) launched a competition for states to submit pro-
posals to participate in a Differentiated Accountability
Pilot program. The stated aim of the pilots was to allow
participating states “to vary the intensity and type of
interventions to match the academic reasons that led to
a school’s identification” for improvement under the
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and to target
“resources and interventions to those schools most in
need of intensive interventions and significant reform”
(U.S. Department of Education, 2008). In July 2008,
ED approved six states to participate in the pilot pro-
gram—Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Maryland,
and Ohio. In January 2009, ED approved three more
states for pilots—Arkansas, Louisiana, and New York.

The Center on Education Policy (CEP) conducted in-
depth interviews with a selection of state, district, and
school officials in four of the nine states participating
in the pilots—Georgia, Maryland, New York, and
Ohio. This research was conducted as part of our
broader ongoing studies of school restructuring under
NCLB.1 The district officials we interviewed all
worked in districts that have had one or more schools
in restructuring under NCLB during the past four
years. School officials were located in schools that had
undergone restructuring at some point during the
same period. We also examined state documents
related to the differentiated accountability pilots.

The four states studied have gone beyond the origi-
nally stated purpose of the pilot. Instead of focusing
simply on varying the interventions based on school
needs, the states mined the opportunities in the new
pilots. All four took a close and critical look at their
past statewide systems of school support and their
resources and then revised their efforts in deeper ways
intended to address the local context.

Key Findings

Based on CEP’s review of differentiated accountability
documents and interviews with a selection of state, dis-
trict, and school officials in Georgia, Maryland, New
York, and Ohio, the following key findings emerged.

� All fours states designed accountability frame-
works that differed substantially from the past.
Although the states did stay within some federal
limits, their innovative approaches indicate that
these states with large proportions of schools in
restructuring did not find that their past NCLB
accountability systems had worked well. Their
approaches also show that these states were willing
to change and to develop new policies and practices
for school improvement.

� All four states have changed labels for struggling
schools and considered reasons for some schools’
failure to make progress. In all four states, the new
differentiated accountability systems have led to a
change in the terminology applied to struggling
schools and have also provided a way to consider
the reasons why at least some schools failed to make
adequate yearly progress (AYP). For example, states
apply different consequences to schools based on
whether they have missed AYP targets in just one
subject or in both reading and mathematics, or for
just one student subgroup or for more subgroups.
Three of the four states have continued the original
NCLB policy of ratcheting up consequences and
supports based on how many years schools have
failed to make progress. The fourth state, Ohio,
instead applies different labels and consequences
based on the percentage of state performance tar-
gets schools or districts have met.
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1 CEP has also released individual reports on these four states with findings about restructuring, differentiated accountability, and other issues (CEP, 2009a;
2009b; 2009c; 2009d). The reports are available at www.cep-dc.org.



� All four states require local educators to use some
form of needs assessment to identify a school’s
needs. In all four states, officials interviewed
emphasized the need for school improvement deci-
sions to be based on data. While state officials have
long seen the importance of data-based decisions
(CEP, 2008), differentiated accountability has
made the requirement to use data more explicit and
formal in all four states. All four states have devel-
oped school needs assessments and require at least
some of the schools identified for improvement by
their new accountability systems to use these assess-
ments to plan their reform efforts.

� Although none of the four states requires formal
state monitoring of how well schools are imple-
menting their improvement plans, all states have
built into their accountability pilots the opportu-
nity to monitor their most academically needy
schools. A 2007 report of the Government
Accountability Office raised concerns about how
effectively schools, especially those in the later
stages of NCLB improvement, were actually
implementing their improvement plans.
Although the differentiated accountability pilots
in the four states do not require state monitoring
of all schools identified for improvement, they do
require on-site visits by state officials or state rep-
resentatives, which ensure that at least some
schools will be subject to external oversight.

� The four states were split on whether they kept or
replaced the official federal restructuring options
in NCLB. A 2008 CEP study found that none of
the five federal restructuring options—replacing
staff, entering into a contract with an outside
entity, becoming a charter school, turning over
operation of the school to the state, or making any
other major change in governance—was more
likely than another to result in schools making AYP.
In interviews, state officials confirmed that these
federal options were not guaranteed to improve
schools in their state. While none of the four states
relies solely on the federal restructuring options as
the main strategies required of schools in the last
stage of improvement, some schools or districts in
Ohio and Maryland may pick one of the federal
options as a part of a broader set of reform require-
ments. Georgia and New York, on the other hand,

no longer require schools in the last stage of
improvement to choose a federal option but
instead direct them to implement a collection of
state-designated strategies.

� District and school officials had varying views
on the impact of differentiated accountability. In
Maryland and New York, many district and school
officials interviewed were unaware of or had not yet
felt the impact of the changes brought on by differ-
entiated accountability. Ohio initially experienced
some local resistance to the changes stemming
from differentiated accountability, but that appears
to be dissipating. In Georgia, district and school
officials were aware of the changes required by dif-
ferentiated accountability and appreciated the
increased state support for restructuring schools.

Common Themes Across States

Overall, the four states’ new differentiated accountabil-
ity systems were quite diverse. Commonalities among
the states, however, shed light on innovations that are
likely to be in play as NCLB is reauthorized. All four
states revised their school labeling systems, all
increased requirements for schools and districts to use
data to inform instructional decisions, and all included
opportunities for on-site monitoring of schools. Two
states replaced the federal restructuring options under
NCLB with state-specific options. District and state
officials interviewed had mixed reactions to the
changes in their states arising from differentiated
accountability.

NEW LABELS

The diversity of the four states’ differentiated account-
ability plans is illustrated in table 1. All four have cre-
ated new labels for schools that fail to meet state AYP
targets for at least two consecutive years. Three of the
four—Georgia, Maryland, and New York—have
developed new and fewer labels for a school’s failure to
make progress over time. Within each labeled category,
these three states also differentiate supports for at least
some of their schools based on the severity of the
schools’ needs, as shown in the parenthetical material
in the cells of table 1.
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Ohio is unique in that it has moved away altogether
from the idea of labeling based on progress over time
and instead assigns schools to various levels of state sup-
ports based on the reasons why the school did not make
AYP. An exception to this policy pertains to schools
identified for improvement for five or more years. In
Ohio, these schools and their districts are automatically
labeled as “medium” or “high support,” which ensures
they receive more support from the state.

FOCUS ON DATA

Educators have long been interested in using student
assessment data and other types of school-level data,
such as attendance and graduation rates, to inform
instructional decisions and school policy. In fact, in
CEP’s 2007 survey of a stratified sample of nationally
representative districts, 97% of district officials reported
“increasing the use of student achievement data to
inform instruction and other decisions” in order to assist
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Table 1. Comparison of Systems for Labeling Struggling Schools under NCLB and Differentiated
Accountability Pilots in Four States

State Pilots

AYP Results NCLB GA MD NY OH

Fails to make AYP for Year 1 of Improvement Developing Improvement
2 consecutive years improvement status (focused or (basic, focused,

comprehensive comprehensive)
needs)

Fails to make AYP for Year 2 of Improvement Developing Improvement
a 3rd year without improvement status (focused or (basic, focused,
exiting improvement comprehensive comprehensive)

needs)

Fails to make AYP for Corrective action Corrective action Developing Corrective action
a 4th year without exiting (year 3) (tiers 1-3) (focused or (focused,
improvement comprehensive comprehensive)

needs)

Fails to make AYP for Restructuring Corrective action Priority* Corrective action
a 5th year without planning (tiers 1-3) (focused,
exiting improvement (year 4) comprehensive)

Fails to make AYP for Restructuring State directed Priority* Restructuring* Medium support:
a 6th year without implementation 29% or less
exiting improvement (year 5) not met

High support:
30% or more

not met

Table reads: If a school fails to make AYP for two consecutive years, the school is considered to be in the first year (year 1) of school
improvement under NCLB. Under Georgia’s new state differentiated accountability pilot, the school would be labeled as being in
“improvement status.” Under Ohio’s pilot, the school would be labeled as “low,” “medium,” or “high” support, depending on the
percentage of AYP indicators (such as percentages proficient in reading or math by subgroup) that the school met.

Note: Shown in parenthesis are the secondary labels the state uses to differentiate between schools with more or less severe
needs within the overall label.

*State has secondary labels for these schools but there is no difference in their supports and consequences.

Source: Center on Education Policy based on state documents.

Low support:
Less than 20% of

AYP indicators
not met

Medium support:
20% to 29%

not met

High support:
30% or more

not met



schools in improvement under NCLB (CEP, 2007).
The law, however, fell short of requiring identified
schools to use any particular needs assessments or spe-
cific methods of data analysis. The four states in this
study have tightened these requirements to use data.

In Georgia and Ohio these requirements are tighter
specifically for schools that have greater needs. For
example, in Georgia all identified schools are required
to analyze AYP data, but state evaluators complete a
specific assessment, the Georgia Analysis of
Performance on State Standards (GAPSS), for all “state
directed” schools (the state’s label for schools that have
been identified for improvement for five or more
years). Ohio also encourages all schools to use student
achievement data to make decisions but assigns a State
Diagnostic Team to evaluate districts and schools iden-
tified by the state as needing high support.

The new differentiated accountability plans in New
York and Maryland include more specific data require-
ments of all schools. New York requires needs assess-
ments for all identified schools, done by School Quality
Review Teams for schools in the earlier years of improve-
ment and by Joint Intervention Teams for schools in
later years. Similarly, Maryland requires a needs assess-
ment for all identified schools and adds a school climate
survey for schools with more intensive needs.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR MONITORING

While it has been relatively easy for states to gather the
school improvement plans required of schools identi-
fied for NCLB improvement, it has been difficult to
ensure that these plans have been well implemented. In
a 2007 GAO survey, 40% of restructuring schools
reported that they did not use one of the five required
federal restructuring options. In addition, on the same
survey 42% of the schools in corrective action or
restructuring reported they did not receive all required
types of assistance through their school districts (GAO,
2007). The four states we studied have taken advan-
tage of the new differentiated accountability pilots to
require on-site visits to at least some identified schools.
None of the four states, however, requires formal mon-
itoring of all identified schools.

In Georgia, all schools under “state direction” (those
with the greatest needs) are visited by a state official
every four to six weeks to ensure they are implement-

ing their improvement plans. Similarly, in Maryland
state monitors visit the top priority schools three times
a year to ensure implementation. Ohio has piloted on-
site visits by State Diagnostic Teams to high-support
schools and will require visits to all high-support
schools in school year 2009-10. New York’s potential
monitoring system is still in the works. In New York
both the Joint Intervention Teams and Distinguished
Educators, who will be assigned to the schools with the
longest history of challenges, will take some responsi-
bilities for monitoring the implementation of
improvement plans.

REPLACING FEDERAL RESTRUCTURING OPTIONS

Secretary of Education Arne Duncan recently
announced his intention to focus on 5,000 “failing”
schools across the nation (Quaid, 2009). This is
approximately the number of schools that CEP esti-
mated were identified for restructuring under NCLB
in 2008-09, based on U.S. Department of Education
reports and our studies of restructuring in six states.
How to best improve these schools, however, is
unclear. Our recent study of school restructuring in
five states found that none of the current federal
restructuring options was associated with a greater
chance of schools making AYP in either math or read-
ing or both subjects (CEP, 2008). In their differenti-
ated accountability plans, the four states we studied
were divided in their approaches to their most academ-
ically needy schools.

During interviews, state officials in all four states said
that turning around their most needy schools required
much more than just choosing one of the five options
under NCLB. These options include:

� Entering into a contract to have an outside organiza-
tion with a record of effectiveness operate the school

� Reopening the school as a charter school

� Replacing all or most of the school staff who are
relevant to the failure to make AYP

� Turning operation of the school over to the state, if
the state agrees

� Undertaking any other major restructuring of the
school’s governance that produces fundamental
reform

M
in

in
g

th
e

O
pp

or
tu

ni
tie

s
in

“D
iff

er
en

tia
te

d
Ac

co
un

ta
bi

lit
y”

4



Perhaps as a result of these beliefs, none of the four
states relies solely on the federal restructuring options
for schools in the final stage of improvement. But in
two states, Ohio and Maryland, some schools or dis-
tricts in the last stages of school improvement may
pick one of three federal options—replacing staff, hir-
ing an outside contractor, or becoming a charter—as a
part of the states’ broader requirements for reforming
these schools. Ohio also requires district and school
leadership teams to oversee the improvement process
in these schools and mandates on-site reviews by the
State Diagnostic Team. Additional requirements of
these schools in Maryland include state board approval
of the schools’ alternative governance plans.

Georgia and New York, on the other hand, no longer
include the federal restructuring options in their
requirements for schools in the last stage of improve-
ment. In Georgia these schools are instead assigned a
“state director” and must sign a contract with the state
in which they agree to follow specific improvement
strategies in addition to those in their individual
restructuring plans. The schools must also write short-
term action plans, which must be revised every four to
six weeks with guidance from the state. Finally, the
schools undergo a state quality review, the GAPSS.

Similarly, in New York, which will implement differen-
tiated accountability in 2009-10, restructuring schools
will be assigned a Joint Intervention Team, which con-
ducts an on-site evaluation of the school and makes
recommendations for change. These schools may also
be assigned a Distinguished Educator, positions typi-
cally filled by former superintendents and principals.
The Distinguished Educator acts as an ex-officio, non-
voting member of the school board and has veto power
over the school improvement plan, unless the school or
district receives a special waiver from the state
Commissioner of Education.

DISTRICT AND SCHOOL REACTIONS

Georgia, Maryland, and Ohio implemented their dif-
ferentiated accountability plans for the first time in the
2008-09 school year. New York will implement its
plan in 2009-10. Therefore, it is too early to see the full
effects of the plans or perhaps to expect all district and
school officials to understand how the new plan could
or should impact current local policies and practice.

Some policy theorists, however, have argued that a cer-
tain coherence and overlap among federal, state, and
local policies is useful for governance (Wright, 2000).

Many of the district and school officials we interviewed
in Maryland and New York in 2008-09 were unaware
of or uninformed about their state’s new differentiated
accountability system. For example, in Maryland the
district officials we interviewed had not dramatically
changed their improvement strategies in reaction to dif-
ferentiated accountability and were continuing their
own individual approaches to supporting schools.

Similarly, in New York regional officials expressed con-
cerns about inadequate communication and confusion
regarding new state and federal initiatives. We inter-
viewed representatives from all seven of New York’s
Regional School Support Centers (RSSCs) in May and
June of 2009; these centers provide technical assistance
and professional development to schools and districts
that receive federal Title I funds for educating disad-
vantaged children and are identified for improvement.
All the RSSC representatives expressed concerns about
information flow. “School districts are just beginning
to realize that differentiated accountability is coming.
There appears to be confusion about what differenti-
ated accountability will be,” said Ray Brodeur of the
Long Island RSSC. “Developing a common under-
standing is the major problem at this point in time.”
However, state officials said information about differ-
entiated accountability would be distributed during
the summer of 2009.

Ohio’s differentiated accountability plan got mixed
reviews from the district officials we interviewed. An
administrator from Cincinnati said the new plan
seemed to mesh with the district’s existing process, but
a Cleveland district administrator expressed initial
concerns that the process might result in duplication of
effort within the district. A May 2009 report by Policy
Matters Ohio indicated that districts in the first cohort
to receive state support for planning under the differ-
entiated accountability pilot were more positive about
the process than the state’s five largest urban districts,
where many schools in restructuring are concentrated
(van Lier, 2009). The Policy Matters Ohio report also
noted that the state may need to develop flexibility in
working with urban districts that already have data sys-
tems and decisionmaking processes in place.
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It has come as no surprise to leaders in Ohio’s state
department of education that such concerns have sur-
faced early on. “Training 400 to 500 people in a new
way of thinking is not a two-to-four day experience,”
said Associate Superintendent Stephen Barr, who
directs Ohio’s Center for School Improvement. By
May 2009, a number of superintendents who initially
expressed skepticism about differentiated accountabil-
ity presented positive early results at a mini-conference
attended by representatives from the first cohort of dis-
tricts to receive state support. “It was great to hear
superintendents [say], ‘This is helping us have the con-
versations we need to have’” to move forward in dis-
trict and school improvement, Barr observed.

Georgia was an exception to the lack of information or
skepticism found in other states. School and district
officials interviewed in Georgia unanimously praised
the support they received from the Georgia
Department of Education (GDOE) as part of the
state’s differentiated accountability plan. In particular,
state directors got high marks from principals and
teachers for thoughtful, focused coaching and a collab-
orative rather than directive approach. “The state
director that we’ve got now didn’t just come in and
beat you over the head and say, ‘Y’all are bad; this is
what you’re going to do and you’ve got to do it right
now,’” said Lanny Ganious, a 6th grade teacher at
Washington Middle School in Grady County. “She
said we’re going to work together, we’re going to be a
team. That was good for morale.”

Differentiated Accountability in
Four States

Below we describe in more detail the differentiated
accountability systems in Georgia, Maryland, New
York, and Ohio. These descriptions are excerpted from
the school restructuring reports on each state available
on CEP’s Web site at www.cep-dc.org (CEP, 2009a;
2009b; 2009c; 2009d).

GEORGIA

Georgia used the flexibility within differentiated
accountability to create different levels of intervention
for schools in need of improvement starting in 2008-

09. Georgia now places schools in three different cate-
gories: improvement status (equivalent to years 1 and
2 of NCLB improvement), corrective action (years 3
and 4), and restructuring (years 5 and above).

The U.S. Department also allowed Georgia to switch
the consequences for schools in years 1 and 2 of
improvement, requiring schools to offer supplemental
educational services (tutoring) beginning in year 1 and
offer students school choice transfers to higher-per-
forming schools beginning in year 2. The state views
tutoring as a tool to help keep schools out of year 2 of
improvement and sees the school choice requirement
as largely ineffective because many districts lacked suf-
ficient receiving schools for students.

Consequences and supports for schools in corrective
action (years 3 and 4 of improvement) give schools
that come closer to making AYP more autonomy in
crafting their corrective action plans while requiring
the lowest-performing schools to follow corrective
actions selected by the state. Based on state test per-
formance, corrective action schools are placed in quin-
tiles. The top quintile schools do not have to consider
implementing three of NCLB’s corrective actions:
replacing staff, providing teacher professional develop-
ment, or decreasing the school’s management author-
ity. The quintiles in the middle (quintiles 2 through 4)
select from all the options previously created under
NCLB, including appointing an outside expert to
advise the school, extending the school year or day, and
restructuring the internal organization of the school as
well as replacing staff, providing teacher professional
development, or decreasing the school’s management
authority.2 As part of an initial loss of governance, the
bottom quintile schools have their corrective action(s)
chosen for them by the Georgia Department of
Education from the NCLB corrective action list.

For schools in restructuring implementation (year 5
and beyond), Georgia’s differentiated accountability
plan creates more intensive and uniform intervention.
Previously schools had been subjected to progressively
more intervention the longer they remained in
improvement. Schools in year 5 submitted a restructur-
ing plan and attended mandatory professional develop-
ment. Schools in year 6 did likewise and also
underwent a state review of their school leadership and
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teaching practices. Only in year 7 of improvement did
schools enter the “contract monitoring” phase, which
required them to follow certain improvement strategies
such as completing short-term action plans. In con-
tract-monitored schools, a part-time state leadership
facilitator spent at least two full days a week at the
school site to mentor the principal and leadership team.
A state contract monitor also visited the school at least
every four to six weeks to check the school’s progress in
implementing its short-term action plans. Contract
monitoring continued in year 8, at which point a
school also underwent a second state quality review. As
of 2007-08, no school had yet entered year 9 of school
improvement, the point at which the GDOE had
intended to send a contract manager to guide school
improvement in partnership with the principal.

Now, under differentiated accountability, schools receive
a similar level of support regardless of the number of
years they have remained in school improvement. The
contract monitoring stage that formerly began in year 7
now begins in year 5. That means that all restructuring
schools are assigned a leadership facilitator—now called
a state director—and must sign a contract with the state
in which they agree to follow specific improvement
strategies in addition to those in their individual restruc-
turing plans. Every school implementing restructuring
must create a short-term action plan that is reviewed and
revised every four to six weeks under the guidance of a
lead state director. In addition, state quality reviews, the
aforementioned GAPSS, now occur a year earlier, in
years 5 and 7 of improvement rather than years 6 and 8.

Two developments influenced the GDOE’s decision to
intervene more quickly in restructuring schools. First,
the extra intervention seemed to make a difference in
state test results. Contract-monitored schools received
the most intensive supports, including mandatory pro-
fessional development and on-site coaching for teach-
ers and administrators. In 2008, 12 of 19 contract
monitored schools made AYP, 7 of them for the first
time. Second, GDOE was able to use a portion of new
federal school improvement grants authorized by Title
I, section 1003(g), to cover the cost of a state director
for each restructuring school.

MARYLAND

Maryland began implementing its differentiated
accountability pilot during the 2008-09 school year.

The Maryland pilot has transformed the labeling of
schools in improvement (those that have not made
AYP for two years or more) from a continuum that
began with year 1 of improvement and moved through
the phases of year 2, corrective action, restructuring
planning, and restructuring implementation, to a four-
category model with two “stages” and two “pathways,”
as explained below. In addition to changing the label-
ing, Maryland’s pilot restructures the interventions and
support for schools in improvement. These changes
include more focused state and local interventions for
schools in years 1 and 2 of improvement or corrective
action (year 3), in an effort to prevent them from ever
entering the planning (year 4) and implementation
(year 5) phases of restructuring.

Ron Peiffer, deputy superintendent for academic policy
in the Maryland State Department of Education,
explained why Maryland applied to participate in the dif-
ferentiated accountability pilot. With more than half of
the state’s schools missing only one or two AYP targets,
the pilot “really frees us [and local systems] up to look at
the resources,” he said. “I don’t think in the past we’ve
had to bring out the big guns with all of these schools,
and I think we have the opportunity now to allow the
heavier resources to go into the comprehensive needs
schools and then be more surgical about the others.”

Under Maryland’s differentiated accountability plan,
schools are labeled based on two factors: 1) the num-
ber of years they have failed to make AYP (stages), and
2) the number of subgroups that contributed to their
failure to make AYP (pathways).

Based upon the number of years that they have not
made AYP, schools are placed in either the Developing
or Priority stage. Developing schools correspond to the
previous improvement categories of year 1, year 2, and
corrective action. Priority schools are those that were
previously identified for the planning or implementa-
tion phases of NCLB restructuring. Thus, schools that
have not made AYP for two consecutive years enter
improvement as a Developing school. If a school does
not make AYP for three additional years, it becomes a
Priority school. In the 2008-09 school year, 105 oper-
ating schools were identified as Developing schools,
and 101 were identified as Priority schools.

Based on the number of subgroups that contributed to
the school’s failure to make AYP, schools are also cate-
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gorized in one of two pathways: Focused Needs or
Comprehensive Needs. Focused Needs schools have
met the annual AYP targets for the “all-students” group
in both reading and mathematics but have either a)
failed to meet the annual targets in reading and/or
mathematics for no more than two subgroups, or b)
failed to meet the targets for the “other” academic indi-
cator, such as graduation rates. Focused Needs schools
also include those that serve a 100% special services
population, such as a school for special education stu-
dents. Comprehensive Needs schools have either a)
failed to meet the annual targets for the all-students
group in reading or math, or b) failed to meet the tar-
gets for three or more subgroups in reading or math. A
school’s pathway is reevaluated each year based on the

performance of its subgroups.

The Maryland differentiated accountability plan out-
lines specific interventions, shown in box 1, that the
state will take for schools that fall into each of the four
new categories of improvement.

In addition to assigning specific interventions to
schools based on their category of improvement, the
state now intervenes at a much earlier stage for
Comprehensive schools. Many of the interventions
and supports that were previously reserved for schools
that reached the planning phase of restructuring are
now required of Comprehensive schools from the time
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Box 1. Interventions for Maryland Schools in Improvement

Developing Focused Needs Schools Developing Comprehensive Needs Schools

� Complete a needs assessment � Complete a needs assessment

� District monitors School Improvement Plan (SIP) � District monitors SIP

� Administer a nationally recognized school climate survey, develop
3-5 priorities based on the results to be included in the SIP

� Consult with the state Breakthrough Center about analyzing
data, determining the need for further assessments,
prioritizing and funding action steps, developing
recommendations for capacity building, and providing
professional development in areas of struggle

� Take one of five corrective action steps (adopt new curriculum,
extend school day or year, replace school staff, decrease school-
level management authority, appoint an outside expert to
advise the school, restructure the school’s internal organization)

Priority Focused Needs Schools Priority Comprehensive Needs Schools

� Needs assessment � Needs assessment

� District monitoring of SIP � District monitoring of SIP

� Climate survey � Climate survey

� Consultation with the Breakthrough Center � Consultation with the Breakthrough Center

� State Board approval of alternative governance plan � State Board approval of alternative governance plan

� Restructuring (select one of the three approved � Restructuring (select one of the three approved alternative
alternative governance options) governance options)

Source: Maryland State Department of Education documentation from November 2008.



they enter year 1 of improvement through year 2 and
corrective action.

For example, the Teacher Capacity Needs Assessment,
a tool that the state required all schools in restructur-
ing planning to complete during the process of select-
ing their restructuring option, is now required for
schools in year 3 of improvement. Additionally, the
state now identifies schools the first year they do not
make AYP and asks districts to do an Alert Schools
Inventory, a diagnostic tool for assessing the causes of
not making AYP.

Deputy Superintendent Ron Peiffer explained that pro-
viding intervention and supports earlier in the process
allows the state to be more involved in districts’ and
schools’ decisions about school improvement and gives
the state the opportunity to reflect about its approaches.

As part of its differentiated accountability pilot, and in
an effort to more closely monitor schools’ restructuring
implementation, Maryland has also introduced two
new monitoring mechanisms: school staffing reports
and action step reports.

� School staffing reports are designed to monitor the
restructuring option of replacing school staff. These
reports provide numerical and demographic infor-
mation on staffing in restructuring schools.

� The 38 Comprehensive Priority schools that were
already implementing restructuring plans in 2007-
08 must submit an alternative governance action
step report to the state three times a year. This
reporting requires schools to select the three action
steps in their restructuring plan that they anticipate
will have the greatest impact on student achieve-
ment. Then, through site visits to schools and dis-
tricts, the state monitors the implementation and
outcomes of these steps and the lessons learned and
next steps.

NEW YORK

In 2009-10, New York’s new differentiated accountabil-
ity system will change how schools are labeled and what
supports they receive. The simplified system will no
longer use different labels for Title I and non-Title I
schools—an improvement according to several state
and regional officials. “Before, if you weren’t Title I, you
were sort of off the radar,” said David Bryant, RSSCs

acting supervisor. “We didn’t have the capacity to deal
with these schools. Under the new system we will make
no distinctions.” Funding to serve non-Title I schools
will have to come out of state coffers, however, and sev-
eral New York education officials expressed concern
about whether funds would be sufficient.

Beginning in 2009-10, schools identified for improve-
ment will grouped into one of the following three
phases, regardless of whether they receive Title I funds:

� Schools will be identified for improvement if they
have failed to make AYP on an accountability
measure for at least two consecutive years (formerly
year 1 or 2 of improvement).

� Schools will be identified for corrective action if
they have failed to make AYP for at least two addi-
tional years on an accountability measure for which
the school was previously identified for improve-
ment (formerly year 3 of improvement, also known
as corrective action, or year 4 of improvement, also
known as restructuring planning).

� Schools will be identified for restructuring if they
have failed to make AYP for at least two additional
years on an accountability measure for which the
school was previously identified for corrective action
(formerly year 5 or beyond of school improvement,
also known as restructuring implementation).

All three phases in the new system involve common
sanctions and supports. All schools at any of these
phases must develop two-year school improvement
plans, a departure from the NCLB requirement for
yearly improvement plans. In addition, all identified
schools must offer supplemental educational services.
The requirement to offer students the choice of trans-
ferring to another public school does not take effect
until the second year of school improvement, a switch
from the NCLB requirement for schools to offer
choice in year 1 of improvement and supplemental
educational services in year 2. This change reflects the
belief of New York education officials that supplemen-
tal services may be more effective than choice and
should be offered earlier.

Within the preceding three phases, schools identified
for improvement under NCLB will be further grouped
into three categories of need:
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� Basic schools are those that miss AYP targets in just
one area (such as elementary-middle English lan-
guage arts or high school math) and for just one
student subgroup, but not for students as a whole
(the all-students group). This category will be used
only for schools in improvement (formerly year 1
or year 2 of improvement).

� Focused schools are those identified for improve-
ment because more that one subgroup failed to meet
a single accountability target or because the school
failed to meet more than one accountability target
even though the all-students group made AYP.

� Comprehensive schools are those that miss AYP tar-
gets for all subgroups or for the all-students group.

Schools at all three phases—improvement, corrective
action, or restructuring—must conduct diagnostic assess-
ments, create two-year improvement plans, and receive
additional oversight and support.These activities vary pri-
marily by phase of improvement and in a few instances by
category of need (basic, focused, comprehensive):

� Improvement schools undergo a self-assessment
using a state-created Quality Indicator document.
In addition, “focused” or “comprehensive” schools
are assigned a School Quality Review (SQR) team.
These teams were created by the Commissioner in
2007-08 and consist of at least two people, one
from the state education department and one from
either the regional Board of Cooperative
Educational Services (BOCES) or the school dis-
trict. The team conducts an on-site review of the
school and makes non-binding recommendations
for improvement. Under differentiated accounta-
bility, the composition of SQR teams is expected to
change so that district representation is mandatory.

� Corrective action schools are assigned an SQR
team. They also participate in a more intensive cur-
riculum audit, which is designed to improve
instruction in the school. Finally, they must also
chose one of the corrective action options in
NCLB: replacing some school staff, implementing
a new curriculum, providing teacher professional
development, decreasing the school’s management
authority, appointing an outside advisor, extending
the school day or school year, or restructuring the
school’s internal organization.

� Restructuring schools are assigned a Joint
Intervention Team, which acts as a more intensive
SQR team, conducting an on-site evaluation of the
school and making recommendations for change.
Joint Intervention Teams were created by a 2007
state law and are expected to begin work in school
year 2009-10, although the details of how they will
work with schools had not been finalized at the
time of our study. Restructuring schools may also
be assigned a Distinguished Educator.

While New York has simplified its accountability sys-
tem by creating one system for both Title I and non-
Title I schools, it has kept a special designation called
“schools under registration review” (SURRs) for
schools that the Commissioner determines are furthest
from meeting state standards and most in need of
improvement. SURR schools may be identified in any
phase of the differentiated accountability system. As in
the past, all SURR schools are assigned a state educa-
tion department liaison, who provides on-site techni-
cal assistance at least one day per month. A 2007 state
law and the differentiated accountability system have
brought an important change to the treatment of
SURR schools, however. If a SURR school does not
make AYP, it moves directly to restructuring.

OHIO

The Ohio Improvement Process (OIP), as differenti-
ated accountability is known within the state, differs
from No Child Left Behind’s accountability system in
some important respects. Significantly, the focus for
state assistance in improvement is the district, not the
school. “Buildings are not good or bad by themselves,”
observed Associate Superintendent Stephen Barr in
explaining the rationale behind Ohio’s plan. “Let’s
assume the impact of building to building and district
to building is a reality and build a system around it.”

Given this foundational principle, districts and their
schools are generally expected to move through the
OIP as a unit. Ohio districts in district improvement
are categorized for low, medium, or high support based
on the aggregate percentage of students not meeting
AYP targets across the district. Generally, the OIP cat-
egories do not take into account the number of years a
district and its schools spend in the improvement
process. However, to ensure schools in restructuring
receive adequate support, the OIP mandates that any
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district with at least one school in NCLB restructuring
must be categorized at least as medium-support. These
new labels replace the school improvement categories
under NCLB but do not change the state’s school per-
formance ratings, which are the ones to which district
and school personnel pay the greatest attention.

While maintaining the interventions required by
NCLB in the early stages of improvement for all dis-
tricts in the OIP, Ohio has also developed new inter-
ventions to be used with districts at different levels of
need. Districts labeled medium- or high-support,
which include all districts with schools in restructur-
ing, are required to establish district and building lead-
ership teams charged with analyzing school and
student performance data and using that data to build,
implement, and evaluate improvement plans. As they
begin gathering data, state-selected high-support dis-
tricts are required to work with a state diagnostic team
of part-time state employees. The diagnostic team con-
ducts a comprehensive audit of district and school cur-
riculum, assessment, instruction, and professional
development practices. These data help inform the dis-
trict and schools as their leadership teams work
through the decision framework, a state-developed
tool that helps districts analyze data and identify prior-
ities for improvement.

In the OIP, the restructuring options under NCLB
have been retained as part of a larger menu of options
from which a school, district, or the state could select
as needed to use with medium- or high-support dis-
tricts. Because districts and schools move through the
OIP as a unit, they share responsibility for making the
choices, but the final word generally lies with the dis-
trict. The menu also includes other options that are
not among NCLB’s restructuring choices, such as
extending the school day or year. When a district is ini-
tially identified as medium- or high-support, it selects
one option from this menu. If a district or school
remains in the medium- or high-support category for
three years without showing “significant progress” in
raising student achievement, it must implement
another option from the menu. To determine whether
a school has made significant progress, the state takes a
three-year average of changes in scaled scores on state
tests rather than changes in proficiency of students tak-
ing the state tests. This method looks “under the hood”
to better determine if progress toward the goal of pro-
ficiency is being made. If the average change in scaled

scores represents a rate of increase that, if sustained,
would bring all students and subgroups to proficiency
by 2014, the school is considered to have made signif-
icant progress. Districts and schools that remain in the
same support category and have not made significant
progress are required to add an additional intervention
once every three years. The state does not impose addi-
tional interventions on schools in any category that are
demonstrating significant progress.

Table 2 shows the interventions that can be used in the
Ohio Improvement Process and specifies which are
required and which are optional at each level of support.

In addition, the state could select one or more options
from a set of other consequences for high-support dis-
tricts that fail to demonstrate improvement or fail to
provide consistent oversight of improvement efforts.
These include the following:

� Defer programmatic funds or reduce administra-
tive funds

� Replace district personnel who are related to the
failure to make AYP

� Remove particular schools from district jurisdiction
and establish alternative governance procedures

� Appoint a receiver or trustee for the district

� Initiate the Academic Distress Commission if the
district missed AYP for four consecutive years and
is labeled in academic emergency using state
accountability measures

In the minds of some Ohio state and district officials,
the Ohio Improvement Process places a much greater
emphasis on working with existing staff in restructur-
ing schools than does No Child Left Behind. Because
replacing staff is one of just five federal restructuring
options under NCLB, these officials feel restructuring
forces schools and districts to consider replacing staff
whether or not that is an effective option in practice.
The difficulty of replacing teachers and the likelihood
the same staff will simply reappear as new hires in
another school in the same district are major reasons
for their skepticism of this option.

“You have an ineffective teacher at School A, and you
restructure so you shift that ineffective teacher from
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Table 2. Interventions under Differentiated Accountability in Ohio

District Level of Support

Low Medium High

Interventions Required Optional Required Optional Required Optional

Implement public school choice X X X

Implement supplemental educational services X X X

Notify parents of district status X X X

Use the state’s decision framework to create district X X X
and building needs assessments

Develop district and school improvement plans X X X

Direct 10% of Title I funds to professional development X X X

Apply annual measurable objectives for affected X X X
subgroups

Establish district and school leadership teams X X X

Conduct on-site review and follow-up by state X
diagnostic team

Conduct on-site review and follow-up by state- X X
approved diagnostic team as selected by the state

Implement district and school plans with state X
oversight

Reopen the school as a public charter school X X

Replace all or most of the building staff X X

Institute and implement a new curriculum, including X
professional development

Decrease management authority at the building level X

Appoint an outside expert to advise the building X

Extend the school day or school year for the building X

Restructure the internal organization of the building X

Contract with an outside entity to operate the school X X

Table reads: Districts categorized as low-support, medium-support, and high-support under the Ohio state accountability system are required to
offer public school choice.

Note: “Optional” indicates additional items from which the district, school, or state would select one or more.

Source: Ohio Department of Education, Ohio’s Differentiated Accountability Model: Promoting Flexibility, Innovation for District-Wide Improvement of Instructional

Practice and Student Performance, www.ode.state.oh.us/GD/Templates/Pages/ODE/ODEDetail.aspx?page=3&TopicRelationID=590&ContentID=47348&Content=61263.



School A to School B, and now School B’s also infected.
So that wasn’t working. Shifting people around isn’t
going to work,” observed Shannah Kosek, executive
director of elementary education for the Mansfield City
Schools. “So now we have this Ohio Improvement
Process where you support the people who you have,
and you don’t just infect the entire district by moving
people around. You put supports in place.”

Both Rethinking and Renaming
Are Needed

In the four states in this study, differentiated account-
ability involved more than just providing state conse-
quences and supports based on schools’ differing
needs, as outlined in the U.S. Department of
Education guidelines for the differentiated accounta-
bility pilots. Instead, the pilots allowed these four states
to take a close and critical look at their past statewide
systems of school support and their resources and then
revise their efforts more broadly in ways that addressed
the local context. This interest in change indicates that,
for these states, which have large proportions of
schools in improvement, the NCLB accountability
system was not working.

If these four states needed to rethink their statewide
system of support, other states possibly do, too. Based
on the data available, CEP has three recommendations
for this type of revision. First, given the flexibility in
the current NCLB law, all states may be able to garner
ideas from these four pilot states’ experiences. While

no state can change its labeling of schools under
NCLB without permission from the U.S. Department
of Education, states can make substantial revisions to
their supports for schools and districts. More specifi-
cally, all states might do well to consider two of the
changes implemented by all four of these states: 1)
increasing requirements that schools and districts use
data to assess needs and write improvement plans, and
2) beefing up monitoring of school and district imple-
mentation of improvement plans.

Second, when policymakers consider changes to
NCLB, they should pay attention to these states’
efforts, which show a commitment to a strong
accountability system with some flexibility to address
each state’s unique history and circumstances. It may
be difficult, however, to know which parts of the dif-
ferentiated accountability pilots worked and which did
not because states are not doing substantial monitoring
of the implementation of school improvement plans
(although these states have definitely increased or
added on-site visits to the most needy schools).

The U.S. Department of Education (2008) has stated
that it will “rigorously monitor and evaluate states that
receive approval under this pilot.” It will be important
for ED to collect information on the pilots systemati-
cally, so that meaningful comparisons can be made
between states as well as between the old and new
accountability systems. It will also be important for
ED to make publicly available the data used in its
monitoring and evaluation. This information would
be immensely valuable as NCLB is reauthorized and as
states continually seek to improve their supports for
struggling schools.
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